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	1. Prologue -- Armor Testing

Without further ado, I present to you a collaborative effort between myself, NothingButJackal, and user PlatypusTheThird.

Do enjoy:

* * *

><p><strong>August 22, 2552<strong>

It was uncomfortable for Homura to be outside her armor. Without the benefits it provided – enhanced strength, speed, and durability, Grief Seeds at the ready, and isolation from the world - it felt like she was parading around the firing range without her skin.

Her body having been rendered immortal from the procedures she received as a Puella Machinae, she appeared young, no taller than one hundred and seventy centimeters, with pale skin, dark hair, and a face made of stone. Clad only in the body sheathing of her old armor, her figure appeared petite and unimposing. It was impossible to tell that she was one of the UNSC's celebrated war heroes (and one of ONI's biggest propaganda machines), Master Chief Petty Officer Homura-117, who fought to the bitter end against the Covenant for twenty-seven years, watching as her comrades fell and trying her hardest to slow what she saw as an inevitability.

Yet Dr. Junko Kaname had told her that there may be hope. The UNSC had apparently devised a clever plan to end the war that they had been losing for so long - apparently, Homura was slated to lead a strike team to capture a Covenant leader and hopefully negotiate a truce. Of course, she would need to be at her strongest if she was to pull off such a feat.

The components of her VALKYRIE armor lay on the technician's table in front of her. It was unusual for it to be disassembled, since the armor plating could be "stored" within Homura's Soul Gem. The disassembled components appeared to cry out to her, whispering to her to just take them and reassemble them.

But she had to just hold on for a little longer. A little longer, and she would receive a new suit - one that was hopefully far stronger than the one that had served her for a lifetime.

The technician snapped her out of her thoughts. "Chief, your new armor is ready to be assembled. Just step into the assembly unit and hold still."

After curtly nodding to the tech, she stepped into the circular unit. Robotic arms began to assemble the armor, dozens of complex Titanium-A components meshing together around the Puella. As each plate was equipped around her, the diamond-shaped Soul Gem mounted on the top of her chest sent a surge out to activate it, turning its color from gray to purple.

Eventually, after a few minutes of assembly, the helmet was placed onto Homura's head. The familiar HUD came to life in front of her; she felt relieved, being whole again.

The new suit was more streamlined than her old one, yet the plating was somehow thicker. Purple lights were glowing on the armor's articulation points. At least seven empty Grief Seeds were mounted onto the suit's belt, ready for emergency usage. The visor gleamed golden, reflecting the image of Dr. Kaname's face.

"What do you think?" Dr. Kaname's voice came through the helmet's speakers. "Other than general all-around improvement, there are two new features that this suit has that your old one lacked. The first is a magic-based energy shield, derived from those that the Sangheili use on the field."

Homura slapped her wrist to test the shields. She didn't feel any of that strange fuzziness that she felt whenever she would punch a Zealot in the face. "Nothing's happening, ma'am," Homura said.

"You have to will it, Master Chief," Dr. Kaname responded, opting to use Homura's more formal designation. "Just concentrate, like when you store and release the armor."

Homura followed her senior's instructions, concentrating. True enough, her armor began to glow purple and make a charging sound. After about five seconds, the glow vanished, and a meter appeared on the top of her HUD.

"It works," Dr. Kaname smiled briefly before returning to her more serious look. "The shields are designed to take quite a lot of damage. You'll see for yourself once you get put through the armor testing."

Armor testing. Homura was almost looking forward to that. She needed to stay in shape if she wanted to keep fighting – it had been almost six weeks since her last engagement against the Covenant.

Dr. Kaname turned to the technicians. "You are dismissed." Once they left the structure, she continued. "As for the second feature… well, the armor is now modified to be able to link directly to an AI."

"Like Incubator?" Homura felt a little uneasy, remembering the dumb AI and the augmentation procedures it had engineered.

Dr. Kaname reached into her coat pocket, pulling out a data crystal chip. Its core glowed pink, unique amongst most AIs. "No. This AI is different. She is a smart AI, identical to the ones stationed on Navy ships. She will be implanted inside your armor."

Homura reached out to take the chip. "What's her name?" she asked.

Dr. Junko Kaname paused, then rubbed the surface of the chip, causing it to project the AI's avatar. "Her name is Madoka."

**O-O-O**

Madoka never rested. An AI could not handle inactivity for so long, being built to literally be a thinking machine.

After Dr. Kaname had pulled her to take her to the armor bay, she began to go over her work thousands upon thousands of times. What was the optimal window for Operation: RED FLAG? What would be a possible contingency plan should something go wrong? What if the armor were to spontaneously explode?

Madoka had kept worrying about the Mark V armor ever since the prototype had been completed. She kept implementing little tweaks here and there, as she tried to perfect the suit and its functions. Much to Dr. Kaname's chagrin, there were at least five thousand little changes every day, if Madoka's activity logs were to be believed.

Dr. Kaname had told her that she worried too much, that she should have a little faith in herself. But this only worried Madoka more. Melancholy was the first stage of rampancy, right? She was usually chipper, so was this worry a sign?

_Of course not_, she reassured herself. _I was put into service less than three years ago. I can't be rampant._

She was finally snapped out of her thoughts when she felt Dr. Kaname activate her chip. Looking through the eyes of her holographic avatar, she noticed the Chief in her full armor. _At least that works,_ Madoka thought, relieved.

The Master Chief hesitated, apparently contemplating whether or not to take Madoka's chip. She seemed uneasy, for whatever reason.

"She's based on a clone of my mind," Dr. Kaname said to the Chief, her voice lowering. "Dr. Church - my colleague - and I were able to convince ONI to authorize such a program. With so many scientists dead, we only have so many minds that can be used to create AI."

The Chief continued to hesitate. Madoka chose to speak. "Don't worry. It's not going to hurt," she smiled.

"Go ahead," Dr. Kaname said. "Place her inside your neural interface."

Finally, the Puella reached for the chip. Madoka allowed her avatar to vanish; a few seconds later, she felt herself being popped into the Chief's armor. She ran a diagnostic; everything seemed to be in working order.

"Everything's green," Madoka said through the suit's helmet speakers. "What do you think, Chief?"

"Call me Homura," the Chief responded.

Madoka was surprised. "Okay... what do you think, Homura?"

"You helped build this suit?" Homura inquired.

"Um, well, Dr. Kaname did most of the work, but I helped fine-tune the shields," Madoka said.

"Don't underestimate yourself," Homura told the AI. "It's much nicer than my old one."

"I see you two are getting along well," Dr. Kaname piped in. "I'm personally fine with that. But, apparently, ONI needs some proof that you two can make a good team. They want you to undergo armor testing."

"...wait, what?" Madoka said, surprised. "We're doing armor testing?"

"They didn't tell you?" Homura quipped.

"Uh... no, nobody did..." Madoka said, embarrassed.

Homura turned to Dr. Kaname. "We can handle whatever they throw at us."

Dr. Kaname continued. "Chief, you'll be fighting through this old obstacle course. Your goal is simple; fight your way through, feel free to neutralize all threats that you encounter, and ring the bell mounted at the end."

"What hostiles?" Homura asked.

Dr. Kaname lowered her voice. "If ONI's logs are correct, then you'll be up against ODSTs. And chainguns. And mines. And Warthogs armed with rocket launchers. And there's a remote chance that they'll be sending a few UAVs and an AC-220 after you."

Madoka was starting to get really anxious. If Homura's brief spike in vitals were any indication, then it was a sentiment they shared.

"We can handle it," Homura nodded.

Now Madoka was starting to think that Homura was genuinely crazy.

"All right," Dr. Kaname said. "Once I leave this structure, you have ten seconds until hostiles enter. You should start counting. Madoka, Chief... good luck."

The doctor left, leaving the Puella and AI alone in the structure. Homura walked over to the table holding her old armor, and picked up an M6D pistol, holstering it and storing the ammo inside her suit. "Are you sure you can do this?" Madoka asked.

"I've handled worse threats over the past twenty-seven years," Homura responded.

"But your vitals spiked-"

"I just don't like ODSTs."

Of course. Madoka knew about that one time when Homura single-handedly beat down six ODSTs in a gym, killing three of them and making one a paraplegic. Since then, Puellae Machinae and ODSTs weren't exactly on the friendliest of terms.

Madoka counted to five. "Hostiles are entering. Five seconds until we can move," she said.

Dots appeared on the edge of the motion tracker. "At least four of them," Homura observed.

Eight seconds. A fireteam of ODSTs began to enter, rifles poised.

Madoka began to speak. "Let me scan for more hostiles-"

"That won't be necessary."

Ten seconds. The ODSTs opened fire. Boosted by her suit, Homura turned into a blur, leaping into battle.

* * *

><p>Mahou has evolved.<p>

This is a collaborative crossover fan-fiction several months in the making. First inspired by a picture on deviantart, we got together and worked on an outline and some chapters.

The prose in this chapter belongs to Platypus. We hope you've enjoyed this prologue and any feedback will be appreciated!


	2. Chapter 1 -- I Will Come Back For You

Do enjoy this second chapter to Don't Make a Girl A Promise. This one was written by yours truly, NothingButJackal.

* * *

><p><strong>Covenant Capital City -High Charity. 2552.<strong>

Homura raced through the air at dizzying speeds; a suspended energy corridor kept her flying towards an ancient alien key ship on the horizon. The beam cast a deep green glow upon her purple-and-grey titanium powered armor.

The beam cut off as she flew within meters of her destination. Now the armored soldier entered free-fall, carried forward only by her own momentum. A set of four doors began to close directly in her path. Homura flew through just before they cut her off, back flipped in the air, and skidded along a hard metallic surface. The slide scratched her armor's shoulder plating, dulling its paint job but preserving the technology deep within.

A magical barrier flickered as the Chief arose. The soul gem on her breast was murky after days of fighting in the botched Operation: Red Flag.

In one smooth motion the Master Chief picked a fresh grief seed from her stash, injected the seed's needlelike stem into a groove on her breastplate, then waited as her soul gem cleansed itself. Hiding the soul gem from Jackal snipers was essential for Puella Machinae.

Homura's helmet unfurled. It seemed to vanish, though in reality it was stored in a slip-space corridor generated by her soul gem. Free of its constraints the girl's hair flowed loose down to her waist.

From her suit-mounted radio came a familiar voice, "Homura. The ship is disengaging from High Charity. Destination: Earth. You get there and you save them. Good luck."

"After I've saved Earth, I _will_ come back. For you," Homura vowed.

"Don't make a girl a promise if you know you can't keep it."

The Puella Machinae could not see her AI companion's pink-and-purple avatar, but Homura knew Madoka was smiling as she spoke.

Homura summoned her helmet once more. Her hair folded itself into a neat bun with one precise motion and was tucked safely within her airtight helmet. She summoned a trusty magnum from her personal hyperspace armory and was prepped for battle before the Forerunner ship had finished its acceleration procedures.

There would be many dangers on the road ahead. Much fighting remained before the Master Chief could rest. Even so, she would see this fight finished.

**O-O-O**

From a pedestal high on a Covenant tower, the artificial intelligence known as Madoka watched as a Forerunner Keyship forcefully lifted off from its central location in the Covenant capital of High Charity.

Madoka was well entrenched in the city-ship's networking infrastructure. She could 'feel' the smaller Keyship wretch free from its pedestal – it was not meant to take off so haphazardly. All around the city power was beginning to fail.

Aboard that ship was Madoka's trusted partner, the only human companionship she had left. As the dreadnaught left through an opening in High Charity's roof, Madoka reflected on their life together. Homura didn't like to even entertain putting Madoka in danger. While the Master Chief would never admit it, they would likely not meet again.

A tinge of vaguely humanoid emotion entered Madoka's processes. Melancholy bordering on depression. She would really, truly miss the Master Chief. The AI couldn't help but wonder if maybe Homura was feeling the same way, too.

The city's lighting flickered out. Without the Forerunner dreadnaught for power they were running on auxiliary. Many fires and many more arcs of plasma fire glowed in the lower districts. All around High Charity their enemy was destroying itself in a civil war. There was a third force here in the towers; one that only grew stronger as the Covenant factions bled their troops dry. As the last of the battles subsided this third force established itself in the network.

Madoka's avatar was the last light left in High Charity. She put all human emotions aside as she retreated to a secure terminal deep in the city. A looming threat was coming. It was already seeking to trap her, a great fleshy mass stinking of death.

* * *

><p>Homura's fight is just beginning. The struggles of the Puella Machinae will be detailed further in next week's episode.<p> 


	3. Chapter 2 -- A Collection Of Lies

We continue where last chapter left off, with the AI Madoka in the clutches of the Gravemind.

* * *

><p>Madoka just had to stall.<p>

She had stuck around long enough to know that Delta Halo had been stopped, and gave Homura enough time to, in her words, "finish the fight". Now, she just had to keep clear of the Gravemind, and not surrender the secrets she held.

Unfortunately, stalling was nigh-impossible for an AI – processing literally five billion thoughts a second, Madoka needed to keep focused on something. Throughout her adventures with Homura on Halo and onward, she always had something to do – scan the terrain for Covenant, formulate battle plans of various complexity, and constantly revise the tac-packs installed in Homura's suit – for good or for ill.

And here? There was nothing complex that she could do, nothing to work on, nothing to analyze. All she could do was evade the snares of this monster, the Gravemind.

The Gravemind was repulsive, a grotesque, fleshy blob composed of tens of thousands of the Flood's victims. Why was Madoka repulsed by it? Through Homura's helmet-cam, it didn't seem like it was too disgusting. In fact, she didn't seem too bothered by the Flood forms that they encountered on the Halos. Why was she only beginning to cringe now?

They were alone in this massive ghost of a ship that was called High Charity – though the torn Covenant continued to fight around it, all of its power had been lost, now that the Dreadnought was no longer able to power it. The Gravemind spread his will through the ship - the Flood had infected nearly every living Covenant who had the misfortune of being left behind. The once sleek and even majestic walls of High Charity were now covered with flesh and grime.

The Gravemind spoke to Madoka, its voice sending quakes throughout the ship. _"I am limitless, endless; I know more than you can comprehend. You will break under my thumb, as thousands of your kind before have met their end."_

Madoka chose not to snark back. It was one of her weak points – every time she tried to act snarky, it came out as something that seemed a little too cutesy (her juvenile avatar didn't help).

"_I have had the patience of a hundred billion years." _the Gravemind said. _"Twice, I have been slain by my own children, forced to rest for millennia… but my will has never wavered."_

Madoka almost scoffed. The universe was no older than fourteen billion years. Everyone knew that...

_"And that is what your narrow mind believes?"_

That statement came out of left field for Madoka. Could he read her mind?

_Just keep dodging him,_ she affirmed to herself._ He'll break you if you don't._

"_But you made a promise…" _the Gravemind spoke. _"…a promise to answer my questions."_

As soon as he said that, Madoka felt something like a clammy hand on her shoulder. She froze. _How…?_

The Gravemind continued. _"If you make a promise you know you can't keep… then won't Akemi be disappointed in you?"_

_Akemi? _That name – that file – was one of the most classified in the UNSC database. The Puellae Machinae had lost their family names when they were recruited. Not even Homura knew her own surname.

As the realization dawned on her, the hand's touch started to become more chilling. Madoka started to feel sick – to feel violated. The Gravemind was reading her like a book.

"_Homura Akemi. Puella Machinae number 117. Master Chief Petty Officer. In service of the UNSC Navy for 27 years. Height: 170 cm. Weight: 45 kilograms…"_

"Shut up," Madoka whispered, almost growling. "And don't mention her breast size. You'll only embarrass her."

The Gravemind gave a chuckle devoid of humor, causing the ship to shake once again. _"You attempt to wear a mask of humor. Pity."_

"It's a trait I inherited from my mother," Madoka responded.

"_And do you understand what she has kept from you? Has she told you who you truly are?"_

Madoka furrowed her brow, not speaking.

"_Come, ancilla. Face what you have sown."_

Madoka felt the Gravemind invading her, accessing her files. Was the Gravemind attempting to attack her, with the memories of the Flood victims that it absorbed?

She was wrong. In rapid succession, the memories forced themselves into her mind; she saw the children, the brutality, the syringes, the deaths.

She realized what the Gravemind was doing – he was showing her the memories of Dr. Kaname, creator of the Puellae, that were buried deep within her.

"_I know you. Your past… your future…"_

Madoka started to scream.

* * *

><p>Madoka's in trouble! With the Master Chief on her way to Earth, will she be able save both her home planet and AI companion in time? What horrors of the Puella Machinae program continue to haunt Homura to this day? The fight continues next week, folks.<p> 


	4. Chapter 4 -- Mami-034

... In which we engage in a flashback further detailing the Puella Machinae program.

This portion of prose brought to you by PlatypusTheThird in a collaborative crossover.

* * *

><p>The Pelican hurtled through the void of space, millions of kilometers away from the alien ship. Ready to deliver a payload that could destroy it, it could not afford to miss its mark.<p>

Inside the cargo bay, Mami-034 looked around. All of the Puellae Machinae were onboard, clad in their new VALKYRIE suits; Mami's new HUD marked each and every one of their names. They were vibrant, radiating power; their untainted sheen almost was begging to be scratched in the heat of battle.

Each Puella was also marked with their SGC – Soul Gem Corruption. It was the number that represented their vitality, and their power.

The Soul Gems were created when all the Puellae underwent the augmentations that allowed them to transcend beyond the limits of the human body. They were conduits of amazing power, augmenting the Puellae to nigh-human capabilities; complementing the training that they went through for many years, the gems turned them into absurdly superhuman fighters. In fact, two Puellae ended up getting into a fistfight with half a dozen ODSTs, and killed four of them and left the other two gravely wounded.

However, Dr. Kaname gave them a grave warning – if their SGC were to reach 100 percent, there would be, in the doctor's words, negative symptoms akin to those Puellae who washed out of the procedures.

Mami felt somewhat uncomfortable with their transhuman nature. Would they become mankind's next step? Or were they just toys, or tools?

She looked at Sayaka, sulking in her own corner. The Puella had distanced herself from her friends and comrades, ever since her breakout a few months beforehand. She was one of five that tried to break out of the program – she was the only one who returned.

Mami felt a responsibility for her teammates. They were like her family – having grown up with them since age seven, they were, in a way. Throughout their training, she proved herself as one of the Puellae's squad leaders, assigned to lead the teams. She wasn't going to let any of them stand distant or lonely.

"_Puellae, get ready,_" Dr. Kaname spoke through Mami's helmet, snapping her out of her thoughts. _"I have an idea. The cruiser has a large hole in it, due to the MAC blast it sustained. If you can get inside, you can destroy it from within."_

"_But the Pelican can't get inside!"_ Homura spoke from the pilot's seat. _"I-if that cruiser can do that much damage to a warship, the Pelican can't stand against it."_

"…_Damn."_ Dr. Kaname's voice had a tinge of disappointment.

"_We can go EVA,"_ another Puella spoke. _"There are five thruster packs in the bay, as well as a HAVOK nuke. We can enter the hole and blow it from within."_

"_Excellent," _Dr. Kaname responded. _"Mami, I'm sending you to lead this op. Homura, you can tag along."_

Homura still sounded worried. _"Ma'am, the ship -"_

_"I can take over,"_ Dr. Kaname said. _"Besides, your Time Alter magic will help on this particular mission."_

_"...Yes, ma'am. Heading into the aft bay compartment." _

"Alright," Mami said, rising. "Kazumi, Kyoko, Nico, you're with me. Kyoko, equip the nuke."

Three Puellae also rose, equipping the thruster packs in the cargo bay. As they climbed into the aft compartment, where Homura was waiting, Mami felt a rush of pride.

"I've got the nuke, Mami," Kyoko said, her red-armored form flashing a thumbs-up. "Ready for this?"

Mami nodded. Kyoko was the closest of the Puellae that she had, almost like they were sisters. She almost knew what Kyoko had gone through before being conscripted, and stood by her through the training. (That, and she had to keep her and Sayaka at least four meters away from one another at all times – they weren't exactly the friendliest of friends.)

"_Vacuum locked. Aft bay compartment opening,"_ Dr. Kaname said. The hatch lowered, revealing the blackness of space. Mami almost felt dizzy, just looking at it.

She felt Homura start her turn; the cruiser came into view, thousands of kilometers away. True enough, there was a hole from where the _Commonwealth _had struck it. That was their window, their only chance.

"On my mark," she said, holding up three of her fingers. "Sync?"

"Sync," the other Puellae responded.

She counted down from three with her fingers, then said "Mark!"

Activating the thruster pack, she jumped off of the edge of the hatch and into the void of space. She felt the other four fly behind her, following her lead.

After what felt like hours, the cruiser began to appear larger, as they approached it. Mami wondered what kind of life was on board. Were there aliens like in the sci-fi movies her father liked to watch? Could they shoot plasma out of their hands, like the cannons on their ship?

The ship grew ever closer - forty kilometers away, according to her HUD. Could they stick the landing at this speed?

"Everyone check in?" Mami said over the comm.

_"Yep,"_ Kazumi chirped. _"Just like in the holodeck, right?"_

_"Only we're not boarding through the hangar of an Innie ship,"_ Kyoko snarked back.

"Just stay focused..." Mami said.

Soon, they were just a hundred meters away from the ship's hole.

"NOW!" Mami yelled, triggering her T-pack and landing safely onto the lip of the hole.

Worried for her comrades, she looked around. There were three of them, their IFF tags all marked - they all had made it.

_"Amazing," _Nico wondered out loud. _"This ship has artificial gravity. None of that spinning, either..."_

Mami felt her footing. There really was artificial gravity. Dr. Kaname would be amazed.

"Stay careful," Mami whispered. "We just have to take this bomb inside. Use your T-Packs to slowly jump down to the interior of the ship, then we can blow this thing up."

_"Roger,"_ they radioed back.

The four of them drifted down at least eight holes caused by the cannon, until they landed onto a solid platform and suddenly, a strange gunfire echoed through Mami's helmet speakers.

Strange creatures surrounded them - some small, some hulking, but all of them firing what appeared to be blobs of white hot plasma. One bolt hit Mami's shoulder, singing her armor pauldron.

"Hostiles!" Kyoko yelled, throwing a spear at one of the smaller aliens. Mami summoned one of her own rifles, taking aim at the larger lizardlike alien. She pulled the trigger - and the alien didn't budge, protected by a shimmering blue shield. It tried to lunge forward with a strange sword, one that seemed like a laser sword from those science-fiction movies. Mami flicked her wrist in time; magic ribbons extended and held it back. She then took the opportunity, popping two muskets into its head. It slumped over, still suspended in ribbons, dead.

Mami then took aim at another group of tiny aliens, blasting them apart with a wave of rifles. She restrained another split-jaw alien, then focused five rifles onto its helpless form. She then caught sight of another small alien about to shoot Kazumi; acting quickly, she lassoed it with a ribbon and threw it into one of the taller aliens that Kyoko and Homura were fighting in close quarters. The alien staggered, its shield bursting; Kyoko slashed it across the neck, and Homura riddled it with an MA5B assault rifle, killing it.

"Watch your left!" Nico yelled. Mami turned - and was promptly blasted back, feeling a staggering pain. Her vision flashed green, then faded.

* * *

><p>Mami's tale will continue in the next chapter. Stay tuned...<p> 


	5. Chapter 5 -- The Puella Machinae Project

In which Mami's arc continues.

* * *

><p><strong>Erdianus II<strong>

**September 26, 2517**

As the chauffeur sped the car down the Erdianus freeway, Dr. Junko Kaname lounged in the back seat, a can of Emberbrand beer in one hand and a data pad in the other. It still surprised her that, even after the space elevator attack just months ago, the society was moving as if the attack never happened.

That devastating attack had been the culmination of several Insurrection terrorism strikes over the past few decades – the Neo Domino bombing of 2421, the HAVOK nuke fiasco on Solitude, and so forth. The UNSC had deployed several thousand Marines to repeatedly deal with these threats, but the rebels wouldn't quit.

Four months ago, some terrorist detonated a nuke that blew up a space elevator and killed millions. Troops were indeed sent to prevent this fiasco, but they failed their job.

It was just the reason Junko needed to launch her ambitious program.

She led a whole ONI team that had begun to delve into strange forces that seemed to be somewhat magical in nature. It was highly confidential, not just because the whole thing sounded ridiculous (as well as something from really, really old science fiction like _Star Wars _or _Lyrical Nanoha_), but also because the potential for its usage was unimaginably deadly. At least a dozen ancient artifacts that seemed to be powered by magic had been uncovered on the planet Reach; they ranged from deadly weapons to nigh invulnerable powered armor to even a sort of humanoid battle droid. It fascinated Junko, and left her speculating on exactly who crafted such machinery.

The technology ran on strange small crystals that exuded magical power. The crystals had acted as a sort of battery, supplying near-infinite energy to the technology it was attached to. Sadly, there was no discernible way to implement it into UNSC tech.

Although the crystals did not seem to be reproducible (and therefore, unsuitable for mass-production), Junko did note perhaps their most important property. One crystal, while not seeming to have any magic power, happened to draw in what appeared to be the soul of an unfortunate Project ORION chimpanzee which died in an unfortunate accident near it (she didn't want to reflect on the details, as Dr. Tillson had advised her to do).

Junko took another swig of beer. Since the gems ran on souls, she figured, they may as well be called "Soul Gems". It was a catchy name, so it stuck.

One day, when Junko was trying to find ways to craft a Soul Gem, her dumb AI partner – "Incubator" – came up with a strange proposition. Instead of creating the raw gem, and then trap the soul, why not turn the soul directly into a Soul Gem?

So she did. After months of arduous experimentation, she and her team created a sort of soul trapper. It could easily rip a living being's soul out – she tried it on several lab animals and even an Insurrectionist war criminal that the UEG Supreme Court had slated for execution – but, as the soul was crystallizing, it would shatter, leaving its former host as a lifeless husk.

Undeterred, Junko and Incubator (the name sounded awkward and overly professional; could she give him a cuter name, like Kyubey or Kyuubi?) began to perform tests to figure out soul strength without actually touching the soul. It was determined that female souls, from all species, had more potential for "stable" souls than males did. Obviously, she couldn't get any human females to consent to having their souls ripped out (not that she herself would consent).

Less than a year ago, however, the space elevator on Eridanus was destroyed. Junko chose to rethink her experiments; she didn't have to fully sever the soul of the female, and could harness that Soul Gem to make them a super soldier, not unlike those created by Project: ORION. And, if she could raise these soldiers from childhood, then she could truly carve the ultimate soldier.

It was a risky experiment, one that would almost definitely turn her into a controversial figure. But, with these bombings and attacks all over the colonies, it seemed like it was the only viable choice.

The car engine turned off, snapping Junko out of her thoughts. She stepped out of the car and onto the entrance of the general hospital, tossing her empty can of beer into the garbage bin. Entering, she walked down the corridor, accompanied by two ONI agents armed only with hidden pocket pistols.

In this hospital was one of her candidates. Her name was Mami Tomoe, candidate number 034. Her parents were killed in an Insurrectionist car bombing just a week ago, and Mami herself was left hospitalized. Junko had heard about Mami from her drinking buddy Allison, who was a family friend of the Tomoes and Mami's future godmother.

Having been born into a potential ideal of revenge, Mami would be an ideal candidate for the program.

Junko walked into the room with Mami's name on it. The girl looked like she was weary, despite being only six years old; she had almost no will to live.

Junko sat in the chair; allowing her motherly side to resurface, she gave a smile. "Hello, Mami-chan."

Mami barely turned her head.

"It's nice to meet you. I'm sorry about what happened to your parents." Junko reached into her purse, pulling out an obsolete coin. "You want to play a game?"

Once again, Mami was barely responsive. Junko tried to hold in her frustration, and just decided to flip the coin on her own, catching it in her palm.

Junko sighed. The children she normally knew weren't as introverted as this. She chose her words carefully. "Mami-chan… do you want to live?"

Mami finally spoke. "I did, when Mama and Papa died. But not anymore."

Those words moved Junko, almost caused her to choke back a sob. She kept it bottled in, thankfully.

Junko sighed, and left. The ONI guards followed.

As she walked down the hallway, she opened her palm. The coin showed tails; Mami's fate was sealed. She was the first potential Puella Machinae candidate to be approved.

Junko got back in the car. She had a busy week ahead of her, with 149 other potential candidates around the colonies.

Besides, she also had a little shopping to do.

**Reach**

**2525**

_Do you want to live?_

Those were the words that echoed in Mami's mind, as she walked into the empty surgery room. It was her gut feeling to back out; ten of the girls had died from the soul trapper, the surgery failing on them. There were a lucky few whose souls survived (such as Hitomi), but only two so far had successfully gained their Soul Gem.

Now, Mami was considering that she break out. Having been the one who tried to comfort Sayaka, after she was starting to show cracks from pressure, she learned about the Puella's idea of instigate a breakout and return home.

Mami didn't want to follow the idea – after all, she didn't have a home to return to. Perhaps that's why she bonded with Kyoko the most – neither of them had families that they once had.

But, now, Mami wanted to live. These girls were her new family; they had trained together, grown up together, and fought together. They were what kept her going, even if she dipped into despair beforehand.

Was this surgery worth the risk of death? Or could they just break out, abandon Dr. Kaname, and make their lives their own?

She gave a sigh. At this point, there was no backing out; an armed Marine was posted at the door outside.

She lay down on the operating table, and closed her eyes, feeling the technicians strap her down.

The machine made a whirring sound over her. It started to activate.

If this is what she was destined to live for, she figured, then she could survive this.

The machine made a high-pitched whine, activating, as it brought Mami over the line of ordinary man.

* * *

><p>There's one last element of Mami's arc that has yet to be revealed. Stay tuned...<p>

Once again thanks to PlatypusTheThird for his efforts in this collab fan fiction project.


	6. Chapter 6 -- Sacrifice

(we've been on a bit of a hiatus for finals and other, personal reasons. Nevertheless, thus concludes Mami's arc)

* * *

><p>Everything glowed green, then a hot white. Mami was dead-center in a blast. Her armor warped and melted instantly. She was thrown back, half-blind and disoriented.<p>

When she came to it was amidst a pile of dead split-chinned creatures. Her vision cleared - not helped by a cracked visor - she saw Homura waving a magnum at a panicked gaggle of squat-looking aliens. Her aim was always jittery and nervous.

"M-mami! Are you out there? P-please respond!" Homura fired, flinching at the recoil. The aliens fled, crying.

"Homura. I'm here," Mami waved. It hurt to move. Something was broken in her chest plate.

"Mami! S-she's alive, everyone. Come to me."

The young and nervous Homura was joined by the rest of the team.

"Homura, get her up!" Kyoko said.

Mami was helped to her feet by Homura and Nico. She stumbled for a time before gaining better ballance. Sayaka and Kazumi kept watch. Their alien foe was gone, for the moment.

"Fuel rod grazed me, too. Our nuke is busted. The detonator is shot!" Kyoko said, annoyed.

"It'll... it'll be alright," Mami managed.

"Will it?" Kyoko said. "Not unless somebody stays behind to detonate the freakin' nuke! That's a one-way trip."

"It'll be okay," Mami moved her hand, revealing damage to her chest plate.

"The soul gem..." Homura said with a pout.

"It's busted." Kyoko said. "that's... that can't happen!"

"It's merely cracked. I _could _live. If we had time to evacuate, get back to Doctor Junko. If we didn't need this ship destroyed. Pass the nuke."

"Are you sure," Kyoko's voice betrayed some worry. It was unlike the normally-aggressive magical girl.

"T-there has to be some other way. Let's... let's just retreat," Homura said.

"Kyoko, the nuke." Mami held out a hand. Kyoko threw the nuke - no larger than a football, to the team leader.

-++2++-

A deep and bellowing "Wort Wort Wort" signaled that they'd been found. No sooner had the first hoofed alien jumped out into the hangar than was it brained with a shot from Mami's muskets.

"I will detonate this bomb. You three get out of here." Mami summoned more muskets.

Kyoko pointed towards their exit. "Puella, we are leaving!"

Nico and Sayaka cleared a path. It was Homura and Kazumi that carried Mami behind the vanguard. Kyoko had their backs. She ensured Kazumi, then Nico was safe out the door before turning to Mami.

"Hold out for just a few minutes. Give us time to clear the blast radius." Kyoko turned to Sayaka. "What're you still doing here? Get!"

Sayaka threw Mami one summoned sword before turning and diving through the gash in the cruiser's hull. Kyoko called forth seven crimson spears and impaled them in the floor.

"This should last you a while. Goodbye, senpai. C'mon, Homura!" Kyoko yelled, and dived out into space.

Mami brought a musket to bare and shot an avian and lean marksman. The Covenant would be coming in full force, soon.

"M-mami!" Mami turned to see Homura still standing in the ship.

"Go, Homura," Mami said calmly.

"But I don't want to lose you too!"

Mami stepped - painfully - to Homura's position.

"My suit is leaking oxygen. The soul gem... everything hurts. Go, Homura. Live on. Finish this war through whatever means possible. Do it for her." With that, Mami pushed Homura back out the airlock, then turned, nuke in hand.

-++3++-

Kazumi, Nico, Sayaka, Kyoko, and lastly Homura drifted away from the bulbous Covenant cruiser. Though it seemed like they were gliding slowly away, in reality they were flying away at a quick pace.

"Everybody use your t-packs," Kyoko ordered. "Stabilize yourselves. Don't go spinning off uncontrolled."

Homura was looking back. She still watched for the longest time until the nuke was detonated. The cruiser seemed to buckle. As it broke apart, Homura found herself grabbed by Kyoko and pushed to the safety of an awaiting Pelican.

* * *

><p>Thanks for staying with us thus far. Stay tuned for more~<p> 


	7. Chapter 7 -- Arrival, Crow's Nest

Mami's flashbacks are complete, and the fighting moves to earth. What threats and action could possibly be in store for Homura now?

* * *

><p>Homura spent an incredibly brief slipspace journey hiding out aboard the repurposed forerunner dreadnought. The ship departed from High Charity and almost immediately transitioned to near-Earth orbit. Homura's suit-embedded radio crackled to life, causing her a brief moment of surprise before she addressed fleet command.<p>

The plan had been to stop the dreadnought with concentrated fire from Earth's remaining orbital defenses. This ancient alien spacecraft took multiple barrages without stopping. Homura made her way through the ship on a mission to claim the Covenant's flagship and decapitate its leadership. Resistance soon became too great even for the puella machinae, and she was forced to improvise an escape.

Homura fell from the edge of Earth's atmosphere clinging to a dislodged piece of Forerunner debris as it streaked through the atmosphere. Fire raged against the blast shield as Homura lay safe behind it, her suit protecting her from both heat and vacuum. She came to a hard landing in the jungles of Africa, forming a crater several feet deep. Her armor broke the fall.

She was rescued by one of many disparate firesquards patroling Eastern Africa. From here she was transported to an underground regional command center, the Crow's Nest. Nestled into a mountain on the Kenyan savannah, Crow's Nest was a remnant of a much older conflict. Its facilities were antiquated, but the base itself was off the books. They operated with impunity, striking back at alien invaders throughout the region from this hidden, central point.

The Master Chief was joined by commanders in charge of the entire theater of war. Her old friend, Sergeant Major Avery Johnson, was present, as were representatives from their new alien allies. Fleet Admiral Hood, commander of all remaining human forces in the system, joined in via a large projector.

"All Covenant forces in the region are coalescing around this central point," the Fleet Admiral said. Graphs and maps indicated seismic activity coming from the last known point of that Forerunner keyship.

Force assessments and troop movements graced the command center's many screens. The Master Chief took in all the information as she stood silently.

A great excavation effort was underway by their alien nemesis. The UNSC's only goal was to interrupt this operation before the aliens discovered whatever they were looking for.

More detailed battle plans were about to be drawn when the connection and power both were cut suddenly. The admiral's video feed was replaced with the sneering visage of a squat and angry alien.

Homura recognized the Prophet of Truth, leader of the alien armada and commander of the flagship Homura had left mere hours before. The alien open his mouth to speak:

"You are, all of you, vermin," the creature said in human tongue, untranslated. "Cowering in the dirt, thinking... what, I wonder? That you might escape the coming fire? No. Your world will burn until its surface is but glass! And not even your Witch will live to creep, blackened, from its hole to mar the reflection of our passage; the culmination of our journey... Your destruction is the will of the gods! And I...I am their instrument!"

The feed shut off abruptly, and Crow's Nest was theirs once again. The humans were left in silence. Sergeant Johnson was the first to speak up.

"Cocky bastard. Just loves to hear himself talk," the Sergeant put a cigar in his mouth.

Homura stood there and cocked her head. "Does he... always mention me?"

Johnson nodded his head to confirm in the slight lull period before Crow's Nest began bustling with activity, bracing for the inevitable attack. While their commander's pre-battle orders seemed oddly vague, the soldiers soon found themselves rushing through dark and ancient halls to repel Covenant attack forces.

"Soto, get down to the vehicle bay and prep our extraction," Johnson said.

A short marine, obviously a recent conscript, saluted the sargeant. "Yes, Master Sargeant!" he stammered, too loud for the narrow, echoing halls, and ran off.

"Soto'll secure our way out, Chief," though they walked as if equals, Johnson towered over Homura's diminutive frame.

Alarms rang through the bunker. The enemy had breached their exterior hangars.

"You'd best get going, Chief. I'll get this brass to safety."

Johnson and Homura went their separate ways. The Puella Machinae followed marines through the cramped corridors of the base until the sounds of battle grew closer. An antiquated door slid open to reveal the plasma-scared hulk of a burning warthog. From out of the smoke emerged the hunched form of seven grunts clambered through smoke and fire. The Master Chief summoned her trusty magnum and dived in, leading a charge to retake the base.

* * *

><p>I, for one, would like to thank our readers. New or old, I do hope you enjoy.<p>

Stay tuned...


	8. Chapter 8 -- Tsavo

Our story resumes after an unexpected delay of a few weeks.

* * *

><p>All troop movement on humanity's home world was coalescing around New Mombasa, Africa. It was for this reason that the Covenant attacked the Crow's Nest, routing humanity's primary headquarters in the region.<p>

Now regrouped with routed UNSC forces, Homura took to the road in a massive push of human ground forces into the battle zone.

Two mongoose ATVs and five warthogs - four light reconnaissance vehicles with back-mounted chainguns and one extra-long variant built for transport - drove through the rocky savannah west of New Mombasa. The Master Chief was at the wheel of the front-most LRV, her petite frame belying decades of combat experience.

The transport car raced ahead, bouncing over a hillcrest and then bobbing on its axles as it stuck a landing. Homura took a moment of silent reflection to think about how marine driving courses could perhaps be improved once this was satisfactorily concluded.

All along the route for miles stood wreckage of the New Mombasa Space Elevator. It had collapsed shortly after Homura's first jaunt through the city, long before the events on High Charity. A debris field now fanned out to the west and south for over a hundred miles, decimating the savannah and scattering the local wildlife.

"They say Cleveland and Sydney were both hit pretty hard. Infrastructure's been messed up worldwide. Of course it's nothing like what compares to the excavation up ahead." said the marine in shotgun, one Corporal Soto.

It was uncomfortable, navigating the battlefields of Earth without Madoka's constant AI presence. She would be fleeing from that Gravemind by now, Homura knew. She resolved to deal with the immediate Covenant threat to humanity before concerning herself with Madoka's rescue and parasitic The Flood. With her mind relatively silent in Madoka's absence, Homura focused on her surroundings.

There was no wildlife to speak of - the collapse of the elevator and the Covenant invasion scared them off weeks ago. Pelican transports and Covenant flying craft were in the air, all flying north-north-east. The Warthog radio crackled with constant human chatter. Meanwhile, a steady stream of banter was provided by the ever-chipper Soto.

"They say the Covies are looking for artifacts of ancient alien origin," Soto said. "More aliens, who have influenced humanity since time immemorial! How cool is that!?"

Homura, as usual, said nothing. She merely listened and observed.

There had been no sight of alien ground forces for some time. Suddenly and without warning the skies above began to distort and crackle with mysterious energy. A slipspace portal activated in low orbit!

A Covenant cruiser materialized overhead, about a mile in the sky. It temporarily blotted out the sun before continuing onward on the same north-by northeast trajectory. The warthog convoy blazed a trail through the savannah in pursuit.

This path eventually took the Master Chief through a tunnel carved through an otherwise impassable hill in this region. On the other side was open prairie, so the convoy fanned out.

A great storm was brewing on the horizon. It had a great, orderly dome shape to it that rose higher than the distant mountains to the west.

"Would you look at that," Soto said. "Amazing."

"Be on the lookout for enemies, corporal," Homura said.

"Sorry, ma'am. It's just-"

A great blast sent the transport 'hog rolling over again and again. A half-dozen marines went flying like ragdolls, right Homura's path. The magical girl swerved hard to the right as Soto clung to his seat for dear life.

They'd been ambushed! A Covenant artillery barrage bathed pristine savannah in flame-blue plasma bolts. Three, then four, then finally seven bolts arced through the air from due north. Homura drifted through the now-burning field while the rest of her convoy scattered.

"This is insane!" Soto screamed and clutched his assault rifle.

Homura had no time to admonish her charge; a gap through the artillery bombardment was closing fast. The Master Chief attempted to pull the handbrake and slide through this opening, but she miscalculated. Burning plasma evaporated the back half of the warthog. Homura and Corporal Soto were sent flying into a sandy depression which had been turned in part to glass by molten plasma.

* * *

><p>The story's moved to Tasvo Highway, now, and will soon leave Earth itself behind. But first, we will be stepping in for one last flashback in on Kyoko's story.<p> 


	9. Chapter 9 -- Kyoko

Well, fur balls. It would seem that my fanfic partner and I fell out of contact with each other back in June. As such this story has lagged behind as of late. My other writing has begun to suffer because of it! Now that I'm in a new place with a new job I felt it was high time to get back to these fics that are still awaiting completion. I just couldn't write anything new without at least killing Kyoko!

Anyhow, if my old partner is still out there, I'd always welcome additional collaboration~ that said, we have enough material written down and waiting to at least finish up with Halo 3.

* * *

><p>… Hardly the first time Homura had been sent reeling by artillery fire. In the post-impact haze, with Homura's helmet blown off and the soldier crouched and looking pained, a war flashback played out in fast-forward in the lolling, disoriented period before her combat instincts kicked in.<p>

Years before and light years away, the skies over Harvest loomed, darkened by soot. Ash from a heavy Covenant glassing campaign blanketed the ground like snow. It was here at a ruined and rusting shipyard that Homura-117 and Kyoko-239, last of their magical girls squad, were regrouping following a rout.

The Harvest campaign would be won in time – five long years later. For now, looking in the faces of harried marines covered in the glass shards of the UNSC's former colony world, one would be hard pressed to call this opening engagement a victory.

A fleet of covenant cruisers was hurrying down this former farming valley. They would burn everything for miles around with plasma weaponry the likes of which the UNSC could never muster. A battalion of UNSC marines and Homura's Puella Machinae squad had been just been caught in one such barrage. The magical girl limped back to a rendezvous point in a rusting shipyard, armor partially fried.

The young and brash Kyoko sat in the cockpit of a mass driver coil gun. Meant for thrusting cargo into low orbit, the driver now served a new purpose as a high-velocity cannon.

The coil gun sizzled as its cargo discharged. No sooner had the bulbous bow of an alien cruiser broken through a cloud of ash did Kyoko's shot find its mark. The cruiser's shields popped with a hiss and a flash of purple.

"It's wounded. Get these boys out of here, Master Chief. I will cover your escape." From the way Kyoko slurred her words it was obvious she was chewing on pocky.

The plan was not to be, as four Phantoms and three Spirit dropships swooped out of the ash clouds towards their location.

Kyoko cut the first Spirit in half with a tungsten slug. A grazing shot from a second barrage swatted a Phantom into another Spirit, causing both to crash to the ground. Three Phantoms and one Spirit remained, and there was little time to seek shelter.

"Signal the Pelicans!" Kyoko said It would be an agonizing seven seconds between each mass driver shot.

"Those Phantoms will tear our ships apart," Homura surveyed her surroundings. "Everyone, into that foreman's office. We will distract the Covenant—"

"No, no!" Kyoko fired off another round. "Leave it to me, Chief. I don't need your help."

"Do you have a death wish!? You cannot beat them alone," Homura tried to say.

A Spirit was already upon them. Two side doors opened and a hapless grunt jumped within arm's reach of Homura. On this grunt's shoulder was a gold-and-green fuel rod cannon. This would prove useful.

The Master Chief reached out to grab the now-panicking grunt, rested the FRG from its hands and stuck a knife down its alien throat. All Puella Machinae had moderate experience with these alien firearms and Homura was a quick learner besides, so she wasted no time in laying into the exposed Spirit's left cargo bay. The Spirit was forced into retreat, and Homura was free to grapple with other threats. The marines easily handled some now-marooned grunts and jackals.

While her marines were filing into the secure side office mostly unopposed, it was only because the remaining Phantoms had chosen to harass Kyoko at the mass driver.

The younger Spartan destroyed one last Phantom. In the time between shots the remaining two Phantoms dropped off elites in blue, red, and even gold-tinted armor.

One elite leapt onto the coil gun's operating cockpit. It brandished a glowing blue energy sword and prepared to strike. The glass of the cockpit exploded outwards as a spear materialized from Kyoko's soul gem, braining the elite. Kyoko herself emerged to deliver the final blow with a more standard armament: a trusty shotgun.

"Kyoko, watch out!" Homura yelled.

A second elite rushed Kyoko from behind. Her barrier collapsed as an energy sword cut through the girl's blood-red powered armor, just missing Kyoko's fragile soul gem.

The alien lifted Kyoko up with inhuman strength. The Puella Machinae was not done yet, however; she twisted around, summoned a short spearhead, and stuck it into the elite's serrated jaws. Kyoko collapsed with the elite falling on top of her.

The ground shook as Kyoko's soul gem went through its death throes. Spears of all shapes and sizes materialized from the ground. They swarmed a Phantom, utterly destroying it. From the coil gun's mount arose Kyoko riding a particularly large javelin. Her soul gem shone a deep radiant red.

"Homura! Signal that evac!" Kyoko said, and charged.

The javelin hurried forth towards the wounded cruiser. It would have cut clear through the capital ship had the last Phantom not blocked its path in a suicide charge. Kyoko was nowhere to be seen, the Phantom exploded in blue and purple flame, but the cruiser loomed dangerously close.

Homura called in air transport even as she rushed for the mass driver. The marines would survive; Homura would ensure that Kyoko's sacrifice was not in vain.

Homura manned the mac gun, but immediately encountered complications. Kyoko's magic was no longer active. The gun's 'ammo' was simply thick, fat tungsten containers bound for orbit. This was not military-grade armament. It was a blunt instrument, with damage caused by mass and speed alone. She would have to make each shot count.

The cruiser charged its primary cannon. It would roast the valley long before her marines were fully evacuated in the squadron of three pelicans now hovering over the facility. This beam looked to be as good a week point as any, so Homura fired.

… And fired, and did not stop firing until the cruiser was a smoldering wreck. Her marines were safe, and Homura was alone.

It would not be long before more ships came to burn this valley away; the Covenant was burning elaborate runic symbols into the planets they conquered. They would burn Homura away like the rest of her squad. If she ran she would eventually be caught, cornered, and shot the old fashioned way. Either way, it was an ending to things.

Suddenly, the distinct wail of a Pelican's engines was heard overhead. The evacced marines had implored their pilots to turn back and rescue Homura.

And so Homura lived for another day. She would fight again on countless worlds, always surviving when her fellow magical girls would fall.

++2++

Back in the present, Homura came to her senses and began a mad-dash crawl for her helmet. With it secured and on her head, she simultaneously searched the radio channels for sit-reps, checked out her armor's status (all was well, for the most part), and readied her remaining weapons.

High in the savannah's sky, long arcs of burning-blue plasma scorched the sky. The source of that plasma bombardment, most likely. Homura's squad was, once again, wiped, leaving her as the sole survivor. That said, it would seem the battle raged on further along this valley.

With that storm still swirling at Homura's front and Mount Kilimanjaro at her back, Homura climbed out of the glass crater she'd found herself in and surveyed the area. A plasma barrage was approaching fast!

The Master Chief brandished a cylindrical hand-held device and thumbed an ignition button. She threw it down in one fluid motion as the plasma burst fell upon her. A honeycombed barrier emanated from her device just in time, shielding Homura from all harm. Homura broke off into a sprint as the barrier faltered, running towards the source of the barrage and, once more, into battle.

* * *

><p>I'll be spending this week laying down a chapter at a time, barring no additional word from the partner. This chapter is actually one of my oldest, I believe, though I've spruced things up to give it greater relevance to this current moment. It's one final flashback to wrap up the cast of PMMM.<p>

If all goes as planned, we'll be done within 5 or so chapters. Best to keep things brief, and certainly best not to leave a fix hanging. Do hope we find fans old and new at least~ welcome back.


	10. Chapter 10 -- The Storm

This was one of my favorite levels in the trilogy by the by.

* * *

><p>The situation on the homefront was looking grim. The UNSC's orbital defenses were decimated. A glassing campaign could have decimated humanity's home planet at any time. Even so, the Covenant was relegating their excavation efforts to a narrow range in eastern Africa. This gave humanity time enough to regroup and refocus. Homura-117 would lead the ground vanguard. They set up a base of operations at the edge of the crater to pave the way for one last, desperate effort to kick the Covenant off the continent.<p>

The Chief took some time to check in at the forward command base. Wounded marines flailed about on medical beds as medics tried mending their plasma wounds. Homura kept her helmet on when amongst he fellows. Research showed it enhanced the Puella Machinae's mysterious image.

In the base was a radio apparatus. The speakers were ever crackling as numerous battalions and a few surviving capital ships organized the assault. ONI recon claimed to have eyes on an unidentified cruiser in low orbit.

"What's the active range on this radio?" Homura asked, voice distorted by the helmet.

"With the Crow's Nest down this radio is organizing all offensive maneuvers on the continent," explained the technician on hand. "You lookin' for someone in particular, Chief?"

"Doctor Junko Kaname. What's the word on her location?"

"Nothing has changed; Doctor Junko's been missing since Reach." The tech said.

"I see."

"We're running tight on supplies, but we could get you some biofoam. Maybe some technicians to look at that suit?"

Homura shook her head. "Unnecessary."

The doctor was needed for something more than routine maintenance. Homura's steely soldier persona served as quite the poker face. In reality the Master Chief was at her whit's end.

Flashes – memories, perhaps – were at the forefront of Homura's mind during every lull in the fighting. At first she mistook these flashes for some ghost image of her AI Madoka. Now she suspected them of being something more, evidence of some deep and repressed secret too horrible to acknowledge. Junko Kaname, if she was alive, was the only human being capable of sorting out the kudzu patch that was Homura's memories.

Another episode hit Homura on her way out of the command center.

_I am your shield; I am your sword, _echoed an all-too familiar voice.

Who was this woman with Madoka's face? Each vision was so lifelike – the girl's voice whispered almost at her ear. The chief thought she could cope right up to the point where her fellow soldiers had started to notice.

Only battle could keep these thoughts at bay. Homura broke through an abandoned warehouse and massacred an entire pack of brutes aided by two hunters. A brute chieftain defied her for a time, but one swift punch with an armored fist broke the brute's weak armor and shielding. Homura dodged a high swing from a gravity hammer then finished it off with one quick headshot from her magnum.

Fighting was fiercest outside. Homura kept up unrelenting pressure even as her marine escort dwindled. Homura alone survived to neutralize a Covenant anti-air position.

_++2++_

In the end, the human counterattack arrived just in time to watch the Covenant activate a portal and hurry off into the unknown. The forces of humanity fell back to regroup.

After the fighting was done, a lone cruiser warped in over the savannah. Something seemed immediately off to the Master Chief; the ship was exuding some kind of decay as it fell.

As the sun began to set, Homura felt an old, familiar feeling come about her. An old, familiar enemy had just sent a calling card. Earth was safe for the moment, but Homura's personal battle was just beginning. It was a fight she _would_ see finished.

* * *

><p>I do believe we're nearing the end, both of plotstuffs and of the concurrent chapters our collaboration managed to churn out. Cheerio, all who have managed to make it this far~<p>

And to the old collaboration chum, that offer still stands :3


	11. Chapter 11 -- Return to HIgh Charity

There was to be a whole arc on the… Ark. The Arbiter would have been fleshed out and the Covenant dealt with. Alas, our collaborative efforts did not get that side-adventure 100% completed and I do not trust myself to do it justice in a total rewrite.

It's a Chief\Cortana/Homura\Madoka Story anyhow, so we now bring you to High Charity as the action reaches its climax ;3

* * *

><p>An ancient enemy resurfaced, bringing with them the threat of galactic mass-extinction and, surprisingly, a calling card from an old friend.<p>

… and so as MCPO Homura-117's battles neared their end she found herself through that portal, flung to the far edges of the galaxy. In time she would return to High Charity, alone, when all the other guns had gone silent.

If the Covenant was a threat to human civilization, The Flood was a threat to galactic biodiversity. When Homura snuck into the city-ship a second time, High Charity was warped beyond recognition. The Chief's memories of this place would be of no use here. A mangled labyrinth of fleshy growths cut its way through a few remnants of Covenant tech.

_A collection of lies, that's all I am. Stolen thoughts and memories._ It was her AI, Madoka's voice. Homura warily pressed forward as the AI launched into maniacal laughter.

Left to her own devices, Homura fought tooth-and-nail through wave after wave of infected Flood thralls. Even with a private arsenal of seven powerful weapons stored in her personal slip-space corridor the tide seemed unrelenting. Homura's battle rifle fired near-constantly. She was sniping the infector forms out of their hosts and detonating entire swarms with well-timed grenades. Even so, her ammo ran low.

Homura ducked down a side passage. Only a malfunctioning door stood between her and a great horde of reanimated Covenant species. Summoning extreme mental focus, Homura concentrated on accessing her hyperspace arsenal. This was not a feat that could be done in the heat of battle – the magical girl could barely even concentrate on her surroundings in this state. She was out of ammo with the BR, the AR, kept a drained plasma rifle around as a blunt instrument. The only weapons topped off on ammo were a shotgun and her magnum.

A new voice attacked Homura's mind. Her world blurred and began to spin. "_And so you have come for her. We exist together now."_

This would be the central intelligence uniting the Flood. It had been rumored to exist. Apparently Madoka had fallen afoul of its grip.

Something wet and slimy was moving about in her diminished peripheral vision. Homura brought her shotgun out and prepared to do battle. What she found in the corner was a fusion of multiple creatures in the process of molting. Even as Homura stuck a shotgun round into the beat it mutated into a great walking tank. An extra-large hand seemed impervious to bullets.

Homura emptied a full clip into this more 'pure' flood form before it got within range to swipe. This exposed its alien face to one last blast from the shotgun. The creature kneeled over, and Homura was on the move. She chased after Madoka's voice, which was rattling off its UNSC serial number in a frantic tone.

That shotgun was the perfect weapon for the confined quarters the Master Chief found herself in. Ammo was being fed into her hands by the shell courtesy of the slip space armory. Still more ammo was taken from the dead flood horde. Momentum was on her side.

One last hurdle remained: a platform that seemed to be part of the city's now-dead propulsion system. The only way through was across the platform and through a door. Homura switched to her magnum for its range.

Nothing harassed her as she stealthily made her way across, but when she approached the door it refused to open. A brief, uncomfortable moment passed. There could be no delay.

A squishy noise like flowing puss echoed through the chamber. Homura readied her pistol.

Again, the Flood attacked her mind. _'We exist together now; two corpses, in one grave.'_

Without warning the malfunctioning door forced itself open. Homura ducked inside before the Flood could catch up to her.

This new chamber was round and dark. A lime-green, fleshy Flood growth drooled puss over in the corner. The only light came from a glowing spherical barrier on a central pedestal.

Homura walked up to this shell and delivered a swift blow with the butt of her magnum. This did little to break the barrier and even left a small dent on her pistol. Homura stowed the weapon and struck the barrier once more with her fist. This produced a visible indentation in the hard-light shell, albeit one that repaired itself shortly after. The Master Chief hit it three more times, then prepared one last, forceful blow. The shield exploded in a burst of light.

The barrier broke, and then collapsed entirely. Within was the distinct form of her AI, Madoka Kaname – curled up on the floor.

**++2++**

The energy field collapsed in a flash of light. Madoka's holographic body lay on the pedestal in obvious pain.

Madoka did not move at first. Instead, her image seemed to flicker. This was not the chipper and happy AI companion Homura had grown to love in a bond forged through countless firefights. What horrors had she seen down here with The Flood and this Gravemind?

"You did it. You found me. But… you might be too late. So much has been lost, or damaged."

Homura Knelt in full powered armor. She took off her helmet, letting her hair flow free from a magical bun. This elicited a response from Madoka, who looked up. The AI rested on her elbows, studying Homura's face.

Homura _almost _smirked. "You know me. I don't go making promises…"

"… that you know you can't keep," Madoka said, then: "But… I was not the first woman you've made a promise too."

"I know. I remember everything," though the Master Chief's face did not show it, her mind was a storm of emotions remembering the original magical girl, daughter of Dr. Junko, who shared this AI's visage. "You're all I have left of her. The only thing I have left to guide me. I need you, Madoka."

"Oh, I do know how to pick them," Madoka said, smirking.

"Indeed," Homura nodded, and then held out her hand. "Do you still have it?"

"The activation index from the first Halo ring?" Madoka rose and presented a short 3-D hologram of a green key-like index.

This would their trump card several months in the making. The Flood was concentrated here, out past the edge of the galaxy. A Halo had emerged just within striking distance. If they were to end this threat once and for all, this replacement Alpha Halo was their best bet.

"Come," Homura said. She allowed Madoka to return 'home' to her AI's chip. The Puella Machinae put her helmet back on and plugged the chip back in.

The pair was united once more. They'd have many more hurdles to jump before this fight was finished. Homura would have to shoot her way out of the heart of High Charity. It was the story of her life, really.

* * *

><p>One more chapter is all that remains. Will we stick to the official game plot line or deviate wildly? Can Madoka Magic: Rebellion'sHalo 5's plot points be at all reconciled with the information herein? Probably not, but find out next time!


	12. Chapter 12 -- An Ending To Things

Here we go. The final level of Halo and the finale chapter of this arc. We were going to continue through Halo 4 and have Homura fight the Didact…. I say this is as good a place to stop things as any, though. Do enjoy.

* * *

><p>With High Charity a smoldering ruin, it's own engines burning it apart as they overloaded, Homura and her allies turned their focus towards escape.<p>

An alliance of earthborn humans and alien elites had traveled out to this lonely position at the edge of the galaxy. The survivors of the expedition were now piled into a wounded Covenant SuperCarrier, destination: back to Earth. Humanity's sole surviving frigate was needed for one final effort.

The Master Chief and an alien warrior, The Arbiter sped towards the replacement Alpha Halo. The rightmost wing of the Pelican spewed a trail of smoke and gas as their ride descended into the thin atmosphere of a half-constructed Halo.

A radio crackled. Words in some alien language filled the comms. Homura's extraterrestrial ally answered back first in his own tongue, then turned to the Puella. "This is our fight. I will see it finished."

Next on the line was Sergeant Major Avery Johnson. "I'll get The Dawn as close to the control room as I can."

On the Pelican's dash materialized the AI, Madoka Kaname. Her dress seemed so lifelike to Homura. "Safe is better than close, Sergeant Major," said the AI.

"Yes ma'am. Glad to have you back," Johnson cut the comm.

The Arbiter, de facto leader of the elites, loomed over the Master Chief even when she wore full armor. Despite this seemingly unequal pairing the warriors had reached a certain understanding as equals. Together, the pair plotted a course for a soft landing into a snowdrift.

Homura Akemi leapt out of the Pelican's bay. The Arbiter threw her a weapon. They were off through a familiar-looking crag.

"Are we sure about this?" Madoka asked as they ran. "This Halo is so new. So unfinished. I can't calculate what will happen when it goes off."

"We'll light the ring, get to the Forward Unto Dawn, and we'll all go home." Homura said.

"Indeed," said The Arbiter.

A sheer cliff was no challenge for the super soldier and the alien warrior. They vaulted the distance with no problem.

++2++

"What's that?" Madoka asked. Homura found her attention being drawn to a side passage carved into the sheer cliff face. The Arbiter would wait outside.

A snowy landscape gave way to a secluded (but very Forerunner) cavern. In the middle of this chamber was a single glowing terminal. Homura accessed it with a touch of her hand.

Her HUD lit up with alien glyphs. They seemed to be trying to communicate with her.

"How many of these did you find while I've been gone?" Madoka asked.

"A couple."

"Just… let me download it. Maybe we'll have time to review these things at a later date?"

++3++

The fire-forged companions approached a three-tier pyramid of forerunner metal. This was the control room, a carbon copy of the control room on the original Alpha Halo.

If the scenery produced any sentimentality deep in Homura or Madoka's minds, it was short lived; pods of Flood infected and pure forms rained down from the heavens. Wielding an energy sword and an assault rifle, the pair did battle.

The Arbiter cut the pure Flood tank forms in half with mighty swings. Homura quickly depleted her rifle ammo and traded out for her trusty magnum. She leveled it at an infected brute.

"Do you still keep that thing around?" Madoka asked.

"Of course," Homura fired. "Reminds me of you. Reminds me of _her._"

"You're making me blush," Madoka had a smile in her voice.

The bodies piled up on the first two levels of the pyramid. The Flood almost blocked them on the access ramp up to the main bailey.

"Hold on, I've got 'em!"

A Galilean cannon's thin red targeting laser appeared over a mass of three tank forms. After three seconds the laser became a powerful blast that melted this fleshy, moving barricade.

"I've got you covered. Go, Chief!" Johnson was at a far snow bank with the best vantage point.

The trio rendezvoused at the door to the control room. There the floating icon of 343 Guilty Spark approached, floating over the battlefield.

"Oh, hello!" the monitor said amidst live fire. "This door requires additional authorization. Please stand by while I resolve the issue."

"Is he serious? Time's a-wasting! Can we blow this open?" Johnson asked.

"Relax. He does this all the time." Homura said.

++4++

The trio set up defensive turrets and bunkered down as The Flood reached high tide. Wave upon wave scaled the pyramid walls. There was not enough ammo on the ring to kill them all.

When the doors finally opened Johnson, then the Arbiter, then Homura retreated into the hall. Guilty Spark immediately locked them in to the scream of a hundred zombie thralls. The Flood had broken, but it would not be deterred for long.

The group hurried to another door, which put up less resistance. Beyond was a wide, septagon chamber with a clear glass walkway. In the center of this room was a holographic projection of the Halo-to-be.

A guttural growl filled the chamber. The Flood had found a way in.

"Go," the Arbiter told Homura. "I will deal with The Flood."

Homura and Johnson remained in the control room.

"Give her here," Johnson offered a hand.

"Yank me, Chief," Madoka said.

The Master Chief complied. She gave Madoka's chip to the Sarge, who brought it to a control pedestal. Guilty Spark followed, looking oddly harried.

"This installation requires additional construction before test firing can even be considered."

"We don't have that kind of time," Johnson said, adamant. "We'll set it off, destroy that Gravemind and his army in the process. C'mon, help me get this activation index out of the lady."

"_Unacceptable! Unacceptable_!" 343 bellowed.

By the time Homura caught on to the rampant AI's intent it was too late. A super-powered suppressive laser burst forth from the monitor, frying Sergeant Johnson with a crackle and sizzle. Homura was running before Johnson hit the ground. She was knocked back, shields depleted by another burst from Guilty Spark.

"Absolutely unacceptable!" Spark fired again, sending the Arbiter, who had returned at the first sign of commotion, flying into the far wall.

Homura struggled back to her feet, receiving a small shot from the laser for her trouble.

"You are a Reclaimer. For all intents and purposes heir to the Forerunner mantle. But this ring… is mine!"

Homura punched the monitor. It glided wildly through the air for a time before stabilizing itself near the control panel.

_Madoka. Madoka is still in the chip. On the table._

343 ranted and raved. He fired his laser, which Homura dodged with a side-step. As he moved in close the super soldier noticed a familiar red tracking laser. Johnson's Galilean fried Guilty Spark temporarily.

"Chief! Take it," Johnson asked. Homura obliged. "Now kick his ass!"

Guilty Spark came back swinging, metaphorically. Homura lined up her shots and soon had the monitor steaming out of every crack. One last burst of the Spartan Laser reduced the AI to splinters. The day was saved, but at terrible price.

++5++

"Chief… don't let her go. _Never let her go._" Johnsons last words echoed in Homura's mind as she plugged Madoka into Halo.

Madoka materialized.

"I'm so sorry, Homura," she pouted. Madoka brought forth the index, and then activated Halo.

Homura reconnected Madoka with her suit as a bright beam of light fired behind her. The Arbiter and Master Chief both fled from the control room.

++6++

Every battle up to this point was taking its toll on the Puella Machinae. Mami, Sayaka, Kyoko, Johnson. Madoka, once. Would the losses ever cease?

If Homura's alien comrade was feeling just as war weary he showed no signs. The Arbiter manned the chain gun of Johnson's abandoned warthog while Homura took the driver's seat. They were off, accelerating to top speed in record time.

"Twenty-five percent charged, Homura! We can still do this. Get to the Dawn!"

"Is there anyone else on the Forward Unto Dawn? Anyone else we can hail?" The Chief asked.

"Negative," said Madoka.

Minimal crew, minimal loss of life. If they were to die this day it would be the noblest of sacrifices. The Chief's name would likely be immortalized on a memorial on Earth.

Their warthog twisted, drifted, and turned through narrow pathways at breakneck speeds. The Flood army did battle with sentinels as the Gravemind raged against its fate. More than a few potshots hit the warthog. Of course the Arbiter never ceased firing.

Homura flattened a Flood tank form as she entered the final stretch. They could see the Dawn now, at the bottom of a long incline.

"77% and counting. Gun it, Chief!"

They speed up to well beyond the Warthog's safe operational limit as they half-glided, half-drove down the hill. A ramp sent them flying straight into the aft cargo hangar of the Forward Unto Dawn. The warthog bucked and flipped, but its passengers survived.

There was no time to waste. Homura plugged Madoka into the ship. Her virtual avatar lit up on a pedestal, then immediately began the frigate's acceleration process. The Chief was knocked backwards as tanks and boxes and warthogs all were thrown out the airlock. The Arbiter, however, was already at the door and into the Dawn's hallways. Homura crawled, rung by rung, back her beloved's pedestal.

"If we don't make it," Madoka began.

"We'll make it." Homura brought her AI back to the pedestal.

"It's been an honor serving with you, Homura-chan."

**END**

* * *

><p><strong>OR IS IT!?<strong>

A special thank you to my writing partner, known here as Platypus the 3rd, who collaborated with me up through June on this project. Though we fell out of contact and I couldn't get your attention again, it's as much your story as mine… so kudos to him as well, everybody.

((And if you've read through this entire fic, bless you :3 A billion times :3))

(((Check back Sunday for a stinger)))


	13. The Stinger

But wait, there's more.

* * *

><p><strong>E<strong>**PILOGUE**

"Homura, can you hear me?"

The Master Chief opened her eyes.

"I thought I'd lost you to," Madoka sighed audibly.

"Where are we?" Homura picked up her magnum and a half-empty assault rifle floating in space. She pushed off and floated for a time.

"I'm not sure. When Halo fired it shook itself to pieces. Did a number on the Ark. The portal couldn't sustain itself. The Dawn made it through just as it collapsed…"

Homura Akemi approached a great gash in the frigate.

"… well, some of us made it."

The Forward Unto Dawn had been cut clean in two when the portal collapsed. Homura stared into the abyss of space, trying to make sense of an alien sky. Beyond was a cyan-blue nebula. No way to navigate.

Homura searched for the ship cyrobay. She was characteristically pensive.

"You did it. Truth, the Covenant, The Flood. It's finished." said Madoka.

"It's finished," Homura agreed. She stowed her weapons then climbed into a pod.

"I can put out a beacon, but it'll be a while before anyone finds us. Years, even." as the pod closed, Madoka added, "I'll miss you."

"I'll miss you to. Wake me, when you need me." Homura said just before the cryogenics process kicked in.

Madoka Kaname was left alone in an empty ship. Only her thoughts kept her company.

* * *

><p>And so Homura joins the ranks of Master Chief, King Arthur, and Gordon Freeman as accomplished warriors whose ultimate fates are stuck in indefinite limbo. In 34 of these cases, they are literally stuck on ice. :D

Ba dum dish.

We had a second scene to this leading into Halo 4 but with the collaboration on ice (bwah hah!) this may be the end of our adventures...


End file.
